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North Dakotan traveled the world as a mercenary 


A mercenary soldier born 
in Flasher operated a spy ring 
in Japanese-occupied Shang¬ 
hai from 1937 until his cap¬ 
ture and imprisonment on 
Nov, 5,1942. For his heroic 
services during that time, 
Hilaire du Berrier was award¬ 
ed medals and citations by 
the governments of France 
and China after the war. 

However, he received 
very little recognition from 
his native country, even 
though he remained an 
American citizen. Embit¬ 
tered, du Berrier began writ¬ 
ing articles about alleged 
conspiracies perpetrated by 
the U.S. government and 
also claimed that many 
Communist-leaning officials 
held important positions 
within the government. 

By the mid-1930s, du 
Berrier was managing a 
nightclub in Monte Carlo, 
where he became acquaint¬ 
ed with many of the world's 
governmental officials. 
Learning of the intrigues 
that were going on in some 
of the nations piqued his 
interest, and he wanted to 
get involved. 

By 1935, du Berrier decid¬ 
ed to investigate for himself, 
visiting Yemen, Turkey, 
Greece, Romania and 
Ethiopia. He chose to con¬ 


centrate on Ethiopia and 
rented a house in Addis 
Ababa, the Ethiopian capital. 

On Oct. 3, Italian troops 
invaded Ethiopia, and du 
Berrier is reported to have 
unsuccessfully tried to 
negotiate a truce with the 
Italians. Du Berrier then 
offered his services to 
Ethiopian Emperor Haile 
Selassie, and while serving 
in a military capacity, he 
was captured by Italian sol¬ 
diers on May 4,1936. 

The next day, the Italians 
planned to display their 
prisoner by parading him 
through the streets of Addis 
Ababa, but in a moment of 
confusion, du Berrier made 
his escape and found his 
way back to Europe. 

Meanwhile, civil war had 
broken out in Spain 
between the Loyalists 
(sometimes called Republi¬ 
cans) and die rebel group 
called the Nationalists. The 
Loyalists were supported by 
the Soviet Union, and the 
Nationalists, led by Gen. 
Francisco Franco, were sup¬ 
ported by Italy. Hilaire went 
to work for the Loyalists. He 
later claimed that he was 
really working as a double 
agent, gathering informa¬ 
tion about the kinds of air¬ 
craft Russia possessed. 



The Italians got word to 
Franco that du Berrier was a 
spy, and the American was 
arrested and sentenced to 
be executed. He was placed 
in prison with other con¬ 
demned Loyalists and, on 
the day he was to be shot, 
they placed him on a train 
to France. The Franco gov¬ 
ernment was hoping to 
establish good relations with 
the U.S. and reasoned that 
killing one of its citizens was 
not a good idea. All of the 
other prisoners with du 
Berrier were executed. 

Wanting to return to 
where the action was, but 
knowing he was persona 
non grata by both sides in 
Spain, du Berrier decided to 
see what was going on in 
China. He knew about the 
rising tension between the 
Japanese soldiers gar¬ 
risoned in that country and 
the nationalist forces under 
the command of Gen. Chi- 
ang Kai-shek. 


In May 1937, du Berrier 
arrived in China. He went to 
Shanghai to run a spy ring 
for the nationalist forces. Du 
Berrier made radio trans¬ 
missions twice a day, letting 
the government know what 
was going on in that city. On 
July 7, war was officially 
declared between China and 
Japan, and a massive num¬ 
ber of Japanese military 
forces moved into China. 

On Aug. 13, the Chinese 
nationalists began a major 
offensive in Shanghai, 
attempting to drive the 
Japanese troops out of the 
city. Ten days later, Japan 
countered by sending in 
reinforcements, which led 
to fierce house-to-house 
battles. As the Chinese 
began to lose a grip on con¬ 
trol of Shanghai, they 
believed that they were 
being betrayed from within 
and accused du Berrier of 
being a Japanese spy. 

Before any action could 
be taken, the Chinese 
troops were forced to aban¬ 
don Shanghai on Nov. 26. 

Believing in his cause, du 
Berrier remained in Shang¬ 
hai and began working for a 
French intelligence network 
in China. Because he was an 
American citizen, du Berrier 
was not bothered by the 


Japanese soldiers. That all 
changed on Dec. 7,1941, 
when Japan bombed Pearl 
Harbor and a state of war 
existed between Japan and 
the U.S. Du Berrier was 
warned by his superiors to 
flee China, but instead he 
remained and had his radio 
transmitter and important 
documents whisked out of 
the country. 

On Nov, 5,1942, du Berri¬ 
er was arrested by the Japan¬ 
ese secret police and sent to 
a prison in Shanghai. After 
six months, he was taken to 
a torture chamber where, for 
18 days, he was waterboard- 
ed, placed on a rack and 
beaten with metal rods. 

The effects of this treat¬ 
ment left his face partially 
paralyzed, and according to 
his grand-niece, Meg Spiel- 
man Peldo, lifelong scars 
remained "under his finger¬ 
nails where the captors 
shoved bamboo.” Late in 
the war, du Berrier was 
moved to a railway station 
outside of Peking to serve as 
a human shield against 
Allied bombing. On Aug. 17, 
1945, he was liberated by 
American paratroop forces. 

Immediately after the 
war, du Berrier returned to 
Paris. There, he became 
involved in a plot to over¬ 


throw Charles de Gaulle, 
head of the French provi¬ 
sional government. When 
the plot was uncovered, du 
Berrier was forced to flee 
the country, and he 
returned to the U.S. In 1947, 
he applied for a job with the 
Institute for Pacific Rela¬ 
tions, but was turned down. 

Du Berrier believed that 
influential Communist sym¬ 
pathizers feared him and 
what he could reveal. Using 
his journalistic skills, he 
began churning out articles 
about alleged conspiracies 
perpetrated by the govern¬ 
ment, but major American 
publications declined to 
print them. 

One person who agreed 
with du Berrier was Robert 
Welch, a wealthy conserva¬ 
tive who made a fortune in 
the candy industry. In 1958, 
Welch founded the John 
Birch Society and published 
a magazine called The New 
American, which ran many 
of du Berrier’s articles. 

In 1965, the society’s 
publishing house, Western 
Islands, also published du 
Berrier’s book “Background 
to Betrayal: The Tragedy of 
Vietnam.” Hilaire du Berrier 
died on Oct. 12,2002. 

(Reach Curt Eriksmoen at 
cjeriksmoen@cableone. net.) 






